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House of Burgess: Let's put lethal injection to 
sleep 


Appeals judge advocates for firing squads 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


It was only a matter of time before this happened again; and I’m sad to say 


I’m not surprised at all. 


On July 22, the Supreme Court gave the go-ahead for the killing of Arizona 
death row inmate James R. Wood III, who had filed suit requesting a delay 
until the state revealed the details of the drugs that would be used to end 


his life. 


“The officials said they meant to use two chemicals, midazolam and 
hydromorphone, but they refused to identify the manufacturers or suppliers 
of the chemicals or to describe the qualifications of the personnel who were 
to administer them,” reported Adam Liptak of The New York Times on July 


22. 


The following day, Wood’s worst fears of cruel and unusual execution were 


realized. 


“The controversial drug that Arizona used to execute [Wood on July 23] took 
nearly two hours to kill him and left him snorting and gasping for breath,” 
reported Bob Ortega, Michael Kiefer and Mariana Dale of The Arizona 


Republic on Thursday. 


Wood thus became the third death row inmate to suffer such a botched 
execution this year. As I wrote in my May 7 column, “Our (lethal injection) 
drug problem,” America’s supply of deadly Pentothal used in lethal 
injections was cut off in early 2011 after manufacturer Hospira discontinued 
production over moral objections. The shortage has led to states’ usage of 
secretive, less reliable ingredients to get the job done, with varying results. 
In January, Ohio inmate Dennis McGuire gasped for breath for 25 minutes 


during his final punishment. And in April, Oklahoma prisoner Clayton 


Darrell Lockett died 43 minutes after his botched lethal injection began — 


from a heart attack. 


This fiasco has led to some creative thinking by some, but not in ways one 
might expect. The day before the Supreme Court gave the go-ahead for 
Wood’s demise, Chief Judge Alex Kozinski of the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court of 


Appeals wrote a blistering opinion on the case. 


“If some states and the federal government wish to continue carrying out 
the death penalty, they must turn away from this misguided path and return 
to more primitive — and foolproof — methods of execution,” wrote Kozinski 
on July 21. “The guillotine is probably best but seems inconsistent with our 
national ethos. And the electric chair, hanging and the gas chamber are 
each subject to occasional mishaps. The firing squad strikes me as the most 
promising. ... Sure, firing squads can be messy, but if we are willing to carry 
out executions, we should not shield ourselves from the reality that we are 


shedding human blood.” 


The thing is, I find myself in disgust and agreement simultaneously. Part of 
me thinks we should expose ourselves to the harsh light of truth when it 
comes to prisoner murder. We are taking another’s life and making ita 
sterile, clinical environment disguises the reality. And, for my money, if I’m 


ever unfortunate enough to be sentenced to death and given only the 


currently approved means to select from, give me the firing squad any day 
of the week. (As my wife, Ash, put it once: “At least you can pretend you’re 
in a Western.”) Lethal injection, gas chamber, electrocution and hanging 
are all accident-prone in their own terrible ways. At least firing-squad is 
straightforward. I trust America to be able to shoot people to death, if 


nothing else. 


But the other part of me can’t believe what I’m hearing. Lethal injection is 
the norm for executions in this country, which is why these latest 
developments are so troubling. What is interesting to me is the 
government’s response. When faced with a drug shortage, it simply looked 
for other drugs. When those alternate injections didn’t work as planned, 
simpler, more barbaric methods were offered as alternatives. Nowhere 
along the line does it seem to occur to anyone with any real power there 


might be something wrong with the concept of capital punishment itself. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


